Enlightenment Thinkers and their Thoughts
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Immanuel Kant: What is Enlightenment?

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is a giant in the history of modern philosophy. Several twentieth-
century philosophic movements have their origins in Kantian thought, and many issues raised by Kant still retain their
importance. For example, in Metaphysical Foundations of Morals (1785), Kant set forth the categorical imperative that
remains a crucial principle in moral philosophy. Kant asserted that when confronted with a moral choice, people should
ask themselves: "Canst thou also will that thy maxim should be a universal law?" By this, Kant meant that people should
ponder whether they would want the moral principle underlying their action to be elevated to a universal law that would
govern others in similar circumstances. If they concluded that it should not, then the maxim should be rejected and the
action avoided. Kant valued the essential ideals of the Enlightenment and viewed the French Revolution, which put these
ideals into law, as the triumph of liberty over despotism. In an essay entitled "What Is Enlightenment?" (1784), he contended
that the Enlightenment marked a new way of thinking and eloquently affirmed the Enlightenment's confidence in and
commitment to reason.

Enlightenment is man's leaving his self-caused immaturity. Immaturity is the incapacity to use one's intelligence without
the guidance of another. Such immaturity is self-caused if it is not caused by lack of intelligence, but by lack of determination
and courage to use one's intelligence without being guided by another. Sapere Aude! [Dare to know!] Have the courage to
use your own intelligence is therefore the motto of the enlightenment.

Through laziness and cowardice a large part of mankind, even after nature has freed them from alien guidance, gladly remain
immature. It is because of laziness and cowardice that it is so easy for others to usurp the role of guardians. It is so
comfortable to be a minor! If | have a book which provides meaning for me, a pastor who has conscience for me, a doctor
who will judge my diet for me and so on, then | do not need to exert myself. | do not have any need to think; if I can pay,
others will take over the tedious job for me. The guardians who have kindly undertaken the supervision will see to it that by
far the largest part of mankind, including the entire "beautiful sex," should consider the step into maturity, not only as
difficult but as very dangerous.

After having made their domestic animals dumb and having carefully prevented these quiet creatures from daring to take
any step beyond the lead-strings to which they have fastened them, these guardians then show them the danger which
threatens them, should they attempt to walk alone. Now this danger is not really so very great; for they would presumably
learn to walk after some stumbling. However, an example of this kind intimidates and frightens people out of all further
attempts.

It is difficult for the isolated individual to work himself out of the immaturity which has become almost natural for him. He
has even become fond of it and for the time being is incapable of employing his own intelligence, because he has never been
allowed to make the attempt. Statutes and formulas, these mechanical tools of a serviceable use, or rather misuse, of his
natural faculties, are the ankle-chains of a continuous immaturity. Whoever threw it off would make an uncertain jump over
the smallest trench because he is not accustomed to such free movement. Therefore there are only a few who have pursued
a firm path and have succeeded in escaping from immaturity by their own cultivation of the mind. But it is more nearly
possible for a public to enlighten itself: this is even inescapable, if only the public is given its freedom. For there will always
be some people who think for themselves, even among the self-appointed guardians of the great mass who, after having
thrown off the yoke of immaturity themselves, will spread about them the spirit of a reasonable estimate of their own value
and of the need for every man to think for himself. . . . [A] public can only arrive at enlightenment slowly. Through
revolution, the abandonment of personal despotism may be engendered and the end of profit-seeking and domineering
oppression may occur, but never a true reform of the state of mind. Instead, new prejudices, just like the old ones, will serve
as the guiding reins of the great, unthinking mass. . . .

All that is required for this enlightenment is freedom; and particularly the least harmful of all that may be called freedom,
namely, the freedom for man to make public use of his reason in all matters. But | hear people clamor on all sides: Don't
argue! The officer says: Don't argue, drill! The tax collector: Don't argue, pay! The pastor: Don't argue, believe! . . . Here
we have restrictions on freedom everywhere. Which restriction is hampering enlightenment, and which does not, or even
promotes it? | answer: The public use of a man's reason must be free at all times, and this alone can bring enlightenment
among men. . . .



I mean by the public use of one's reason, the use which a scholar makes of it before the entire reading public. . . .

The question may now be put: Do we live at present in an enlightened age? The answer is: No, but in an age of enlightenment.
Much still prevents men from being placed in a position. . . . to use their own minds securely and well in matters of religion.
But we do have very definite indications that this field of endeavor is being opened up for men to work freely and reduce
gradually the hindrances preventing a general enlightenment and an escape from self-caused immaturity.

SOURCE: Marvin Perry, et. al., Sources of the Western Tradition, Volume Il (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1995),
pp. 56-57, third edition.

Cesare Beccaria:

Essay on Crimes and Punishments (1764)
Cesare Beccaria applied the Enlightenment analysis to crime and punishment, and to the ugliness of the traditional legal
and penal system.

If we look into history we shall find that laws, which are, or ought to be, conventions between men in a state of
freedom, have been, for the most part the work of the passions of a few, or the consequences of a fortuitous or temporary
necessity; not dictated by a cool examiner of human nature, who knew how to collect in one point the actions of a
multitude, and had this only end in view, the greatest happiness of the greatest number.

Observe that by justice | understand nothing more than that bond which is necessary to keep the interest of
individuals united, without which men would return to their original state of barbarity. All punishments which exceed the
necessity of preserving this bond are in their nature unjust.

The end of punishment, therefore, is no other than to prevent the criminal from doing further injury to society, and to
prevent others from committing the like offence. Such punishments, therefore, and such a mode of inflicting them, ought
to be chosen, as will make the strongest and most lasting impressions on the minds of others, with the least torment to the
body of the criminal.

The torture of a criminal during the course of his trial is a cruelty consecrated by custom in most nations. It is
used with an intent either to make him confess his crime, or to explain some contradiction into which he had been led
during his examination, or discover his accomplices, or for some kind of metaphysical and incomprehensible purgation of
infamy, or, finally, in order to discover other crimes of which he is not accused, but of which he may be guilty.

No man can be judged a criminal until he be found guilty; nor can society take from him the public protection
until it have been proved that he has violated the conditions on which it was granted. What right, then, but that of power,
can authorise the punishment of a citizen so long as there remains any doubt of his guilt? This dilemma is frequent. Either
he is guilty, or not guilty. If guilty, he should only suffer the punishment ordained by the laws, and torture becomés
useless, as his confession is unnecessary. If he be not guilty, you torture the innocent; for, in the eye of the law, every man
is innocent whose crime has not been proved

Crimes are more effectually prevented by the certainty than the severity of punishment.

In proportion as punishments become more cruel, the minds of men, as a fluid rises to the same height with that which
surrounds it, grow hardened and insensible; and the force of the passions still continuing in the space of an hundred years
the wheel terrifies no more than formerly the prison. That a punishment may produce the effect required, it is sufficient
that the evil it occasions should exceed the good expected from the crime, including in the calculation the certainty of the
punishment, and the privation of the expected advantage. All severity beyond this is superfluous, and therefore tyrannical.
The punishment of death is pernicious to society, from the example of barbarity it affords. If the passions, or the necessity
of war, have taught men to shed the blood of their fellow creatures, the laws, which are intended to moderate the ferocity
of mankind, should not increase it by examples of barbarity, the more horrible as this punishment is usually attended with
formal pageantry. Is it not absurd, that the laws, which detest and punish homicide, should, in order to prevent murder,
publicly commit murder themselves?

It is better to prevent crimes than to punish them. This is the fundamental principle of good legislation, which is
the art of conducting men to the maximum of happiness, and to the minimum of misery, if we may apply this mathematical
expression to the good and evil of life....

Would you prevent crimes? Let the laws be clear and simple, let the entire force of the nation be united in their
defence, let them be intended rather to favour every individual than any particular classes of men; let the laws be feared,
and the laws only. The fear of the laws is salutary, but the fear of men is a fruitful and fatal source of crimes.

Erom Cesare Beccaria, An Essay on Crimes and Punishments, E. D. Ingraham, trans. (Philadelphia: H. Nicklin,
1819),pp.xii,1819,47,5960,9394,104-105,148149.



Rousseau, Jean-Jacques: The Social Contract (1762)

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in The Social Contract, propounds a doctrine which already had a long history in the struggle
against the older view of the divine right of kings, namely, that government gets its authority over us by a willing consent
on our part, not by the authorization of God. While Rousseau's famous opening line condemns the society of his day for its
limiting of our natural spontaneity (indeed, its corruption of our natural goodness), he thinks that a good government can
be justified in terms of the compromise to which each of us submits so as to gain "civil liberty and the proprietorship of all
he possesses.” Rousseau even thinks that we mature as human beings in such a social setting, where we are not simply
driven by our appetites and desires but become self-governing, self-disciplined beings.

How, as Rousseau himself asks, can one enter into an agreement which limits one's power without thereby "harming his
own interests and neglecting the care he owes to himself?"

Subiject of the First Book

Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master of others, and still remains a greater slave
than they. How did this change come about? | do not know. What can make it legitimate? That question I think I can answer.
If 1 took into account only force, and the effects derived from it, | should say: "As long as a people is compelled to obey,
and obeys, it does well; as soon as it can shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does still better; for, regaining its liberty
by the same right as took it away, either it is justified in resuming it, or there was no justification for those who took it
away." But the social order is a sacred right which is the basis of all rights. Nevertheless, this right does not come from
nature, and must therefore be founded on conventions. . . . (1)

Slavery

Since no man has a natural authority over his fellow, and force creates no right, we must conclude that conventions form
the basis of all legitimate authority among men.

The Social Compact

| suppose men to have reached the point at which the obstacles in the way of their preservation in the state of nature show
their power of resistance to be greater than the resources at the disposal of each individual for his maintenance in that state.
That primitive condition can then subsist no longer; and the human race would perish unless it changed its manner of
existence.

But, as men cannot engender new forces, but only unite and direct existing ones, they have no other means of preserving
themselves than the formation, by aggregation, of a sum of forces great enough to overcome the resistance. These they have
to bring into play by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in concert. (2)

This sum of forces can arise only where several persons come together: but, as the force and liberty of each man are the
chief instruments of his self-preservation, how can he pledge them without harming his own interests, and neglecting the
care he owes to himself? This difficulty, in its bearing on my present subject, may be stated in the following terms:

"The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the whole common force the person and
goods of each associate, and in which each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone. and remain as free
as before.” This is the fundamental problem of which the Social Contract provides the solution. . . .

The Civil State

The passage (3) from the state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable change in man, by substituting justice
for instinct in his conduct, and giving his actions the morality they had formerly lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty
takes the place of physical impulses and right of appetite, does man, who so far had considered only himself, find that he is
forced to act on different principles, and to consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although, in this state, he
deprives himself of some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in return others so great, his faculties are so
stimulated and developed, his ideas so extended, his feelings so ennobled, and his whole soul so uplifted that, did not the
abuses of this new condition often degrade him below that which he left, he would be bound to bless continually the happy



moment which took him from it for ever, and, instead of a stupid and unimaginative animal, made him an intelligent being
and a man.

Let us draw up the whole account in terms easily commensurable. What man loses by the social contract is his natural liberty
and an unlimited right to everything he tries to get and succeeds in getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the
proprietorship of all he possesses. If we are to avoid mistake in weighing one against the other, we must clearly distinguish
natural liberty, which is bounded only by the strength of the individual, from civil liberty, which is limited by the general
will; and possession, which is merely the effect of force or the right of the first occupier, from property, which can be
founded only on a positive title.

We might, over and above all this, add, to what man acquires in the civil state, moral liberty, which alone makes him truly
master of himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is
liberty. . ..

Translated by G. D. H. Cole (1913)

(1) That is, agreements which are not inevitable but are entered in to voluntarily.

(2) Jointly.

(3) Transition.

Voltaire: A Treatise on Toleration (1763)

Voltaire was the most eloquent and tireless advocate of the anti-dogmatic movement known as "The Enlightenment.” He
argued in favor of "deism," a vague substitute for traditional religion which acknowledged a creator and some sort of divine
justice, but rejected most of the other fundamental beliefs of Christianity. Instead he preached that all are obliged to tolerate
each other. When he defends even false religion as superior to none, it is obvious that his objections to atheism are
superficial and that he looks on religious beliefs as useful, but not necessarily true. It should be remembered that atheism
was strictly illegal in Voltaire's time, and he had been imprisoned repeatedly and finally exiled for his challenges to
traditional religion. Deism provided a convenient (and legal) screen for his attacks on Christianity; but many scholars
believe that despite his statements to the contrary, he was in fact an atheist. His arguments for religious freedom have
become commonplaces in the modern Western world, even among religious believers.

Whether it is Useful to Maintain People in their Superstition

Such is the feebleness of humanity, such is its perversity, that doubtless it is better for it to be subject to all possible
superstitions, as long as they are not murderous, than to live without religion. Man always needs a rein, and even if it
might be ridiculous to sacrifice to fauns, or sylvan, or naiads, (1) it is much more reasonable and more useful to venerate
these fantastic images of the Divine than to sink into atheism. An atheist who is rational, violent, and powerful, would be
as great a pestilence as a blood-mad, superstitious man.

When men do not have healthy notions of the Divinity, false ideas supplant them, just as in bad times one uses counterfeit
money when there is no good money. The pagan feared to commit any crime, out of fear of punishment by his false gods;
the Malabarian fears to be punished by his pagoda. Wherever there is a settled society, religion is necessary; the laws
cover manifest crimes, and religion covers secret crimes.

But whenever human faith comes to embrace a pure and holy religion, superstition not only becomes useless, but very
dangerous. We should not seek to nourish ourselves on acorns when God gives us bread.

Superstition is to religion what astrology is to astronomy: the foolish daughter of a very wise mother. These two
daughters, superstition and astrology, have subjugated the world for a long time.

When, in our ages of barbarity, scarcely two feudal lords owned between them a single New Testament, it might be
pardonable to offer fables to the vulgar, that is, to these feudal lords, to their imbecile wives, and to their brutish vassals;
they were led to believe that Saint Christopher carried the infant Jesus from one side of a river to the other; they were fed
stories about sorcerers and their spiritual possessions; they easily imagined that Saint Genou (2) would cure the gout, and
that Saint Claire (3) would cure eye problems. The children believed in the werewolf, and the fathers in the rope girdle of
Saint Francis. The number of relics (4) was innumerable.



The sediment of these superstitions still survived among the people, even at that time that religion was purified. We know
that when Monsieur de Noailles, the Bishop of Chalons, removed and threw into the fire the false relic of the holy navel of
Jesus Christ, then the entire village of Chalons began proceedings against him; however, he had as much courage as he
had piety, and he succeeded in making the Champenois believe that they could adore Jesus Christ in spirit and truth,
without having his navel in the church.

Those we call Jansenists (5) contributed greatly to rooting out gradually from the spirit of the nation the greater part of the
false ideas which dishonored the Christian religion. People ceased to believe that it was sufficient to recite a prayer to the
Virgin Mary for thirty days so that they could do what they wish and sin with impunity the rest of the year.

If the masters of errors, and I'm speaking here of the grand masters, so long paid and honored for abusing the human
species, ordered us today to believe that the seed must die in order to germinate; that the world is immovable on its
foundations, that it does not orbit around the sun; that the tides are not a natural effect of gravitation; that the rainbow is
not formed by the refraction and the reflection of rays of light, and so on, and they based their ordinances on passages
poorly understood from the Holy Bible, how would educated men regard these men? Would the term "beasts" seem too
strong? And if these wise masters used force and persecution to enforce their insolent stupidity, would the term "wild
beasts" seem too extreme?

The more the superstitions of monks are despised, the more the bishops are respected and the priests listened to; while
they do no good, these monkish superstitions from over the mountains (7) do a great deal of harm. But of all these
superstitions, is not the most dangerous that of hating your neighbor for his opinions? And is it not evident that it would
be much more reasonable to worship the Holy Navel, the Holy Foreskin, or the milk or the robe of the Virgin Mary,

(8) than to detest and persecute your brother?

Chapter 22: On Universal Tolerance

It does not require great art, or magnificently trained eloquence, to prove that Christians should tolerate each other. I,
however, am going further: | say that we should regard all men as our brothers. What? The Turk my brother? The
Chinaman my brother? The Jew? The Siam? Yes, without doubt; are we not all children of the same father and creatures
of the same God?

But these people despise us; they treat us as idolaters! Very well! | will tell them that they are grievously wrong. It seems
to me that | would at least astonish the proud, dogmatic Islam imam or Buddhist priest, if | spoke to them as follows:

"This little globe, which is but a point, rolls through space, as do many other globes; we are lost in the immensity of the
universe. Man, only five feet high, is assuredly only a small thing in creation. One of these imperceptible beings says to
another one of his neighbors, in Arabia or South Africa: 'Listen to me, because God of all these worlds has enlightened
me: there are nine hundred million little ants like us on the earth, but my ant-hole is the only one dear to God; all the other
are cast off by Him for eternity; mine alone will be happy, and all the others will be eternally damned."

They would then interrupt me, and ask which fool blabbed all this nonsense. | would be obliged to answer, "You,
yourselves." |1 would then endeavor to calm them, which would be very difficult.

I would then speak with the Christians, and | would dare to say, for example, to a Dominican Inquisitor of the Faith:

(9) "My brother, you know that each province of Italy has their own dialect, and that people do not speak at VVenice or
Bergamo the same way they speak at Florence. The Academy of Crusca near Florence has fixed the language; its
dictionary is a rule which one dare not depart from, and the Grammar of Buonmattei is an infallible guide that one must
follow. But do you believe that the consul of the Academy, or Buonmattei in his absence, could in conscience cut the
tongues out of all the Venetians and all the Bergamese who persist in speaking their dialect?"

The inquisitor responds, "There is a difference between your example and our practice. For us, it is a matter of the health
of your soul. It is for your good that the director of the Inquisition ordains that you be seized on the testimony of a single
person, however infamous or criminal that person might be; that you will have no advocate to defend you; that the name
of your accuser will not even be known by you; that the inquisitor can promise you mercy, and immediately condemn
you; that five different tortures will be applied to you, and then you will be flogged, or sent to the galleys, or



ceremoniously burned. Father Ivonet, Doctor Cuchalon, Zanchinus, Campegius, Roias, Felynus, Gomarus, Diabarus,
Gemelinus, are explicit on this point, and this pious practice cannot suffer any contradiction.”

I would take the liberty to respond, "My brother, perhaps you are reasonable; | am convinced that you wish to do me
good; but could I not be saved without all that?"

It is true that these absurd horrors do not stain the face of the earth every day; but they are frequent, and they could easily
fill a volume much greater than the gospels which condemn them. (10)Not only is it extremely cruel to persecute in this
brief life those who do not think the way we do, but | do not know if it might be too presumptuous to declare their eternal
damnation. It seems to me that it does not pertain to the atoms of the moment, such as we are, to anticipate the decrees of
the Creator.

Translated by Richard Hooker

(1) Ancient Greek demigods.

(2) His name means "knee™ in French.

(3) Her name suggests light.

(4) Physical remains of saints, either their body parts, clothing, or any other physical object associated with them; these
relics were supposed to display remarkable curative and other magical properties.

(5) Reformers who agreed in many ways with Protestant ideas.

(6) Ecstatics who fell into religious fits.

(7) Rome.

(8) These are all relics actually venerated in his time.

(9) The Dominicans ran the notorious Inquisition which tortured and condemned to death people who departed from
orthodox Catholicism.

Montesquieu:
The Spirit of the Laws, 1748

Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755), was a nobleman, a judge in a French court, and one of the
most influential political thinkers. Based on his research he developed a number of political theories presented in The
Spirit of the Laws (1748).

This treatise presented numerous theories - among the most important was respect for the role of history and climate in
shaping a nation's political structure.

It was for his views on the English Constitution, which he saw in an overly idealized way, that he is perhaps most
renowned.

In every government there are three sorts of power; the legislative; the executive, in respect to things dependent on the law
of nations; and the executive, in regard to things that depend on the civil law.

By virtue of the first, the prince or magistrate enacts temporary or perpetual laws, and amends or abrogates those that have
been already enacted. By the second, he makes peace or war, sends or receives embassies; establishes the public security,
and provides against invasions. By the third, he punishes criminals, or determines the disputes that arise between
individuals. The latter we shall call the judiciary power, and the other simply the executive power of the state.

The political liberty of the subject is a tranquility of mind, arising from the opinion each person has of his safety. In order
to have this liberty, it is requisite the government be so constituted as one man need not be afraid of” another.

When the legislative and executive powers are united in the same person, or in the same body of magistrates, there can be
no liberty; because apprehensions may ensue, lest the same monarch or senate should enact tyrannical laws, to execute
them in a tyrannical manner.



Again, there is no liberty, if the power of judging be not separated from the legislative and executive powers. Were it
joined with the legislative, the life and liberty of the subject would be exposed to arbitrary control, for the judge would
then be the legislator. Were it joined to the executive power, the judge might behave with all the violence of an oppressor.

There would be an end of every thing were the same man, or the same body, whether of the nobles or of the people to
exercise those three powers that of enacting laws, that of executing the public resolutions, and that of judging the crimes
or differences of individuals.

Most kingdoms in Europe enjoy a moderate government, because the prince, who is invested with the two first powers,
leaves the third to his subjects. In Turkey, where these three powers are united in the sultan's person the subjects groan
under the weight of a most frightful oppression.

In the republics of Italy, where these three powers are united, there is less liberty than in our monarchies. Hence their
government is obliged to have recourse to as violent methods for its support, as even that of the Turks witness the state
inquisitors, and the lion's mouth into which every informer may at all hours throw his written accusations.

What a situation must the poor subject be in, under those republics! The same body of magistrates are possessed, as
executors of the laws, of the whole power they have given themselves in quality of legislators. They may plunder the state
by their general determinations; and as they have likewise the judiciary power in their hands, every private citizen may be
ruined by their particular decisions.

The whole power is here united in one body; and though there is no external pomp that indicates a despotic sway, yet the
people feel the effects of it every moment.

Hence it is that many of the princes of Europe, whose aim has been levelled at arbitrary power, have constantly set out
with uniting in their own persons, all the branches of magistracy, and all the great offices of state.

The executive power ought to be in the hands of a monarch; because this branch of government, which has always need of
expedition, is better administered by one than by many: Whereas, whatever depends on the legislative power, is
oftentimes better regulated by many than by a single person.

But if there was no monarch, and the executive power was committed to a certain number of persons selected from the
legislative body, there would be an end then of liberty; by reason the two powers would be united, as the same persons
would actually sometimes have, and would moreover be always able to have, a share in both.

Were the legislative body to be a considerable time without meeting, this would likewise put an end to liberty. For one of
these two things would naturally follow; either that there would be no longer any legislative resolutions, and then the state
would fall into anarchy; or that these resolutions would be taken by the executive power, which would render it absolute.

Were the executive power not to have a right of putting a stop to the encroachments of the legislative body, the latter
would become despotic; for as it might arrogate to itself what authority it pleased, it would soon destroy all the other
powers.

But it is not proper, on the other hand, that the legislative power should have a right to stop the executive. For as the
execution has its natural limits, it is useless to confine it; besides, the executive power is generally employed in
momentary operations. The power therefore of the Roman tribunes was faulty, as it put a stop not only to the legislation,
but likewise to the execution itself; which was attended with infinite mischiefs.

But if the legislative power in a free government ought to have no right to stop the executive, it has a right, and ought to
have the means of examining in what manner its laws have been executed; an advantage which this government has over
that of Crete and Sparta, where the Cosmi and the Ephori gave no account of their administration.

But whatever may be the issue of that examination, the legislative body ought not to have a power of judging the person,
nor of course the conduct of him who is intrusted with the executive power. His person should be sacred, because as it is
necessary for the good of the state to prevent the legislative body from rendering themselves arbitrary, the moment he is
accused or tried, there is an end of liberty.

From Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, vol. 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (London: J. Nourse, 1777), pp. 221-237, passim.



